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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this report is to explore a student's 
change in major as it relates to the ongoing developmental process of 
occupational choice. College students changing their declared major 
were asked to specify what job or career they were "headed for" in 
both their old major and in their new major choice. Consistent with 
vocational development theory, a significant number were able to be 
more specific about their probable career choice within their 
previous major. But contrary to theory, the proportion of students 
able to be specific in job choices declined significantly across the 
college class years. This downward trend holds for the degree of 
specificity in probable job choice in both the previous and the newly 
selected major. The results are interpreted as a, paradoxical example 
of both continuity and discontinuity in the development of career 
choice among college stulents. Implications for vocational theory and 
for career guidance during the college years are stated. 
( Author/**. P J) 
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Vol" XIII, '!o. 1, 1975-7C 

Abstiract 

College students changing their declare'! najor were asked to snecify v/hat 
jol) or career they vore "headed for" in ^oth their old major and in tNeir new 
najor choice. Consistent vith vocational developrent theory, a sirnificant 
number i.'ers able to be ncre specific about their probable career choice within 
their previous major choice. Seemingly contrary to thpory, hoirever. the propor- 
tion of students able to be specific in job choices declined significantly across 
the college class years. This dwrnyard trend held for the degree of specificity 
in probal'lc job choice in both the previous and the newly selected n^jor. The 
results are interpreted as a paradoxical example of both continuity and discon- 
tinuity in the development of career choice among collene students. The general 
irplications for vocational tlioory and for career guidance during the college 
ye^rs arc stated. 



As part of a larocr project desisn2d by the authovs to detennins factors 
associated vn'th rajor chanc3 ar.ong coHere undercraduates, a sor«"hat serendip- 
itous and surprising finding e-x^rged. The finding appear; related to certain 
theoretical postulates concerning deve^oprner.tal dinensions of career decisicrs. 

Theories of career choice which erpho.size develop.nental aspects (Ginzberg. 
Ginsberg. Axelrad, & Herr,a, 1951; Ginzberg, 1372; Super, 1957; Tiederan, ^9n^, 
Ticden.?.n 8. O'Hara, IQfS) describe "stages" or behavioral "tasks"— stages or 
tasks v.'hich are hypothesized as continuous and lir..?drly progressive over d^rcn- 
ological age. Reviews of related research '.'Ould allow the general conclusion 
that the existence of stages and age-rolated behaviors is valiu and at leart 
d3-.criptiv.? if not e.-plaPatory. Out as Osipov (1973) points out in his evalua- 
tion of Ginzherg's theory, "The evidence is nixed, hov70Vr3r, with respect to 
spec-ifically what the stages are, when they occur, and the order in which they 
occur" (p. 5^^.). Crites (1969) interprets empirical evidence as generally suppor- 
tive of the st-igos noti' r,, but questions v/hether the process is a continuous one, 
i.e., v/hother the stages proceed linearly wirhout ir;terrupticn. Kolff (19S3) 
also round discontinuity in career patterns over developrantal spans, as well as 
differences for the sexes, nevertheless. Crites concludes that choices becor.x; 
stabilired for "irreversible" after nio-adoloscence and that "exclusion"— the 
narrowing and ulcinate selection of a career via the elimination of alterna- 
tives—operates continuously through adolescence and early adulthood until 
arrival at a chosen career. 

If occupational choice, of which najor choice is perhaps a reflection, is 
an o.igoiny developnental process, it should bo expected thit students changir.g 
th?ir co11p-.|? najor \/ou^d express an equal or greater degree of carcnr specifi- 
city, at least for the now major choice, would increai-a vn'th the ruiTi;«i cf 
years in college. 
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Si'!>ject5 and Procedijre . Tf-ie ^03 undergraauate students v.-ho changed their 
f-ajors at Colorado State University dunng the -..inter quarter of 1975 vere asked 
to complete a questionnaire at the tine their n;.ior change papers were being 
prccessr'd. Of the original sarr.plo, 27 submitted blank, inccnplete or otherwise 
unusable qu3stionnaires, and 156 were "special rrajor change" categories, e.g., 
fresh-in and sc^'hcrTiorciS raking a rciqui red charige fron non-degree "f-eneral 
studies" progrens to their first declared rajor. The remaining 625 were declar- 
ing an official ,hift fron or.e dsgr^e-cranting prcgiaP to another and v/ere de- 
fined as "True Changers.-' Of the G25 T'-ue Changers, who served as the subjects 
for the current study, "121 (19.4?;) wero frcsh:;Ten, 224 (35.3%) were so?horr,ores, 
158 (31.7%) were juniors, and 82 (13.1^:) were seniors. Three hundred and forty- 
two (54.7::) w:ro rales ar.d 283 (45.37.) were femcles. There was an expected 
greater prcportion of sophonores and juniors anong the changers than in the 
general population of 16,(;35 undergraduates, but the proportion of males and 
fc-ralcs in the sample was nearly identicil with the proportion existing anong 
all undorgraduites at the University. 

The questionnaire included certain demographic data, a checklist of reasons 
for V\c chango (prcviv<ing data for the larger continuing project), and two cpen- 
ended quf->stio;r. <'hich served as the basis for the present study. These ques- 
tions, included originally to investigate alleged current tro.ids away from 
"indecision" and toward "vorationalisn," wore: 

1. "l.'h?t sj3ecKvn career or job were you htnded for in 
your old vv-.^crl" 

2. "'. het s p-jclf ic career or job are you headed for in 
yo'ir nevf rajor?" 

The questions were modeled afu^r Trow (1941) and designed to elicit 
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"protatlo" occupation or choice '■eth'^r than "prefrrrence" or "aspiration," and 

to perr.it expressions of in-'-rcisic". 

Response Classificitior . T'-.e q'j<}Sti onnair; responses v^are classified into 

tv.o catenorios delineating tv(0 levels of jc'j or career specificity. The levels 

viere defined as follows: 

Level I: flon-speci f ic. UreMe to state a specific job or career. 
Statement of uncertainty or general varj^eness; reference to a general 
interest area, without specifying any v/all-defined job or professional 
area, job title or duties, including such responses as "don't know," 
"?," "undecided," "work \/itli children," "consu^r protection," "public 
service," "business," ar.J the like- 
Level II: Specific. Stated career, job, or specific area wherein 
the r,:neral titles or duties are defined by the job or class of jobs; 
spccir'ic reference to advanced study \;;iich is preparation for same. 
Incli'J'^d such responses as "clinical psycholcjist," "occupational 
therapist," "la'" or "lawyer," "teacher." "CPA," "professional dance." 
"rredical school," "business ir^ncigcr," "research in biology," etc. 
Interscorer reliability betvveen two of the at'thors' independent ratings 

was 94'.;, based on the pei'cc.-nt of a^rcen^ent on ICO rtirdomly selected que.'tion- 

naires (2C0 responses). 

RESULTS 

Figure 1 shows t!ie relative percentages of students able to specify their 
career choice at Level II for the old major ar.d for tne new mrjor. The datn rs- 
vcul that overall •.. I ■ iii i each academic cln«:=, a larc?r percentage of studersts 
reached Level II in the now major as cc.rpjirod to the perccnuge of students at 
the specific level in the old major. Tested by for ccrreloted proportions, 
t'le tendency to be et a higher level of specification in the new nvijor was 
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sicnificEnt at all cUss levsls (freshr.en: X, = 18.30. p < .001; scp:-.orx)r2S : X 

= 25. £6, p < .GOV, ju'-.iors: = 17.2:, ? < ."01; seniors: = 8.33, 

p < .01; df = 1 in all cases). This sui^ests th£t» for nost, a greater de-^rc-e of 

specificity v/us prssent after a change of rr;ajor. 

The rajori*'/ of freshmen are able to be quite specific in vocation?.! choices, 
with 67. 8" ut Level II in their old major and 87.65; in th?ir new najor. However, 
the percentage of studor.ts able to be specific for either old or new rnajo>- 
steadily declines across the college ye^rs. Only 54=9% of the seniors v/ere at 
Level II in tha tr-ajor they just left, with 73.2% at Level II in the major they 
had just entered. A regression test for linear trends in proportions reccmQ*»r.ded 
by Snedecor end Cochran (1967, p. 24Cf) was applied to the data to dsterrnine 
si.jnificance of the apparent declir.e in specificity. The trend fron the fresh- 
ran year to thD senior year in ability to specify at Level 17 in tne old rrajor 
showed a Z of 1.97, DF = C2:3, p < .05. The sinilar decline across the years 
in the pcrccr.tU',--- of stLi^r.f.s reaching Level II in their newly declared r.ajor 
was sicinificant with a Z of 2.91, df = 6^3, p < .01. 

DISCUSSIO,N AMD CONCLUSIONS 
While the higher ;.ro'K.> 'i:ion cf students at Level II in the reu m.ijor ccr;- 
paied to the old rajor is consistent with the vocational devaloprrtnt theories, 
the djclir.e ecross college years in ability to b? specific in either tha old or 
new majors seens, paradoxical ly, inconsistent with the same theories. If career 
choice occurs in stages .'•.nd is a continuous, irreversible, and exclu.'/Ive process, 
with crystallization anJ 5pocificat,;';n increasing with age, v;V are a greater 
pcrccntane of freshTon a'jle to be p;oro specific than seniors? l.'oulilM't collage 
students, a? they prc-ircss from the frcrhnan to the senior year, demcnstra'e an 
increasing tendency to be specific v<hen describing tho intended life work for 
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„Mch the, are prepar,.,T A™., r.^or changer., apparently the change lea.s to 
increasing spedf1car:on. but as a;. Hcr.ases and progression through colleae 
OCC..S, a decreasing number of students beco^ able to specify their prCabl. 

future occir.ation. 

This pattern holds generally for both ..les and fenales with the possible 
e-ception of »re consistency a^n, f a:^les in the early college years in the 
stated Job specificity level of their first declared oajor. This consistency 
could be due to a possible tendency of fe^les to begin college in certain m- 
jors vhic:, are nore stereotyped, e..,.. secretarial, fashion design, etc.. .*.re- 
1„ the sp-dfic Jobs available art .ere obvious. However, the s.all «'s on- 
untered in tne sex by class breakdown ™de the resulting slight deviations 
fron, tho overall pattern difficult to Interpret. 

T;,e-e W.S no .ngniflcant difference in the cumulative rra<.e point of the 
changers, cl.ss or by sex. i. c..par1son v,ith the • undergraduate stu- 
dent u^y. .... gr.d. point dat, appear to contradict tS, ^-dinns of Warr.n 
(19M) and the conclusion of Osipov. (1373) that . . nany changes In educa- 
tional ar.a vocational plans in college -.-eflcct achiove^nt proMc». not g.- 
ulne .Edifications in p..fcrcnce" (P. 252). H<..ever. s«. students sustain an 
ad.=.«t. overall grade point, but encounter sor. difficulty in rcrtain courr.e- 
v,cr. rcnuirod by their «Jor currxul..^. B«aus. this wcs possibly truo of 
s<« of the mjor Changers, no conclusion can be dr«n frcm this sti.^y on the 
ralationship of grades to chv.g.- of major. 

The significant gener.l decline across college years 1n stm-,;.-.-.' vill- 
ingness or ability to st,te specv.Mc Job goals could pcs.ibly be interpreted 
as a result of "pseudocrystallizr.tion" (Cinrberg. 1S51. P. 126). i.e.. '-on« 
students .,y «Ke a fal.s start in mjor selection »nd in,,end«<l career, dis- 
c,v"r the initial ch.-ice to be unrealistic, ond sAsc<,ucntly reject the cr.c«r. 
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fidd or career. T-e concept of pseudocrystall ization would also predict that 
for sorfi individuals the rc-jecticn is fcllcwcd by a nev/ general choice of field, 
but difficulty is enccunterod in specifying careers vithin the new field. Ttis 
dees not seen to be the c:-e in the present study as rost students were ir.ore 
specific in their second rajor selection than in their first. Further, nothing 
In the pseudocrystall ization postulate clearly predicts the declines in speci- 
ficity fron the freshnan year to the senior year as seen in Figure I. 

Other theoretical positions could be invoked in an attempt tr. isicerprct 
the findings. "Specification" is the second phace in what Glnzbcrg tsrrns the 
"Realistic" stage (age 20-22 years); Sup^r believes spocificc-tion to coincicie 
with 18-21 years. Sore writers (Crite-:, 1S63; S.t-i1, 1953; Tief'-etnan and 
O'Hara. 1953) believe tnat there nay vvll bj certain discontinuities in the pro- 
cess, ev^n thou'jh the cv^rall dirrc' ion is upwardly pro:;r-^ss1 ve in terms of the 
ability to sp.-cify and inolcnient L: occupational choice, "./o rather dated 
studies (Ar.j^ Vj22; C..!ver, 1035) are cited by C> I.e. (1959) a'j evidence 
for the notion '';-t as age increases, a greater trend tc.ird specification is 
tnanifcst ar^'-j collc:e sl -^'-'its. Hershenson and Roth (1966) present the hypoth- 
esis thut C£.'ta1nty of chJcc increases with ane, as the range of alternative 
choices decreases. Critcs (1959) revievs their statement and concludes that 
related rese:irch lends credence to the notion of a narrowing or "exclusion" pro- 
cess which results in a greater ability to specify careers as a perso-. i,rov/s 
older. The present data question both progressive linearity and tho exclusion 
process as operating during the college years. 

Ticdeman and O'Hara (19C'3) hyptthesize processes called "oi;-'5:r2;uiistl0R" 
and "ir.tegratlon" as part of the <Jovelop:;i2ntal sequence. A-, career d-iv^loprnent 
proceeds, an individual will altenutely discriminate among stimuli patterns 
and cognltivaly intetrflte the input in relation to vocational choice. This 

er|c 1 0 
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concept. along with the continuity theory, nay provide clues as to the irost 
logical conclusion that can be drawn from the data obtained. The college years 
may produce, for sot^ students at least, a discontinuity experience. At the 
outset, based on still rather limited occupational information and a relatively 
undifff.'rentiated environment with respect to what careers are available across 
and within fields, freshmen choosing a major may be more able to specify uhzt 
careers they have "chosen." As thsy procsed through the educational p<-oc2Ss and 
as they learn more differontiatlcns among the available fields and career;, 
«;pcc1fication becor«s mor« difficult. Perhaps adding to this confusion is the 
current tenuous nature of the job market for college graduates. Faced with the 
abcve realities, many students who are ready to be totally "realistic" never- 
theless find themselv-s in a discontinuity scato by the time they reach their 
later college years- The alternative choices are actually increasing, yet th^ir 
ability to sperffy :hoices seems to be decreasing. 

Another possible explanation for the results may ha that True Changers re- 
present a sub-population of students-a group whose vocational choice problems 
tend to Increase in severity as they divance through their college years. The 
dimension of vDcational rafjrity must also be considered. Som2 freshmen who 
change their majors may be doinc so because of vocational maturity, rather 
than for reasons of itwaturity. Soma students who shift fields in their final 
year may be reflecting a chronic vocational immaturity rather than arrival at 
a stage wherein they would be Judged as vocationally mature. Longitudinal re- 
search or studies of major changing using a random scmple of students at each 
of the class (or ago) levels and controlling for vocational maturity might yield 
a more adequate answer as to whether discontinuity is ago progressive. 

In any case, the current findings appear relevant for both practice and 
theory. Any college Instructor, vocational counselor, or acadesnlc adviser. 
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v/tnle noting the tctativen^ss cf early choices ar^cr.g sor.-« students (Titley end 
Vattano, 1972) can. also recill those freshmen vmq can state precisely what they 
are ooing to be sore day, but ':to cS seniors beco-e "not sure.'' If the conclj- 
sion drawn frcp the obtained data is valid, in;jlications for .-nodifying college 
experiences and related vocational guidance approaches are clear: certain 
students need rare assistance in dealing with ambiguity at all levels of their 
educational and vocational developrrient and not just during their begir.r.'rg en- 
deavors v/itti a university. An inplication for vjcat^onal develcpr<;nt thccry 
and i-ecearch also is apparent. The college years r.ay '..-ell be a period of dis- 
continuity for nany students and an age-related linear progression in the pro- 
cess of career selection for all pc^opTe in ;^11 cnvircnnonts should not be 
ass 'j""cd. 
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